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Using arduous scholarship and insightful interpretations of the material evidence 
and historical/literary references, Li creates a compelling narrative of the relation 
-ship between women and the worship of Guanyin in later imperial China. Examining 
these different types of art, Li explains the motives and means of the women’s rever-
ence within the socio-religious context of the time. Convincingly Li presents how 
through these various reverential aesthetic activities, women identified with female 
personifications of the Bodhisattva of Compassion and how through such behaviour 
they spiritually merged with her.

What is lacking for me is a clear definition of the identity of the Bodhisattva 
of Compassion, a short list of his various manifestations, iconographical attributes, 
powers, and the wide range of pictorial forms. Essential to understanding this 
Bodhisattva and the extraordinary changes in representation that took place in China 
is the knowledge that his essential Indian identity was fluid. That is, he had the 
specific ability to take on any shape to accomplish the goal of saving the worshipper. 
As delineated in the primary scripture, the Lotus sūtra attributed to the first century 
or so, there are eight perils from which one may be saved by Avalokiteśhvara 
(Guanyin)—fire, shipwreck, wild animals, ogresses, bandits, incarceration, ghouls, 
and execution, representations of which often accompany the icons of the Bodhisattva 
in India. There, Avalokiteśhvara dresses like a prince wearing a skirt, shawl, numerous 
necklaces, belts, and bracelets in addition to a crown which holds a small icon of 
the Buddha the West, for he is one of Amitābha’s attendants. Also, this figure holds 
a lotus flower, for he is called the “holder of the lotus flower” in the scriptures, and 
a tall-necked jar containing the waters of immortality. In India, the Bodhisattva also 
has several esoteric forms with three or eleven heads and four, six, eight, or even a 
thousand arms, each of which holds an attribute.

It is also valuable to point out that by the Ming era, there was a plethora of images 
of Guanyin, in many materials—white porcelain, jade, bronze, gold, sandalwood, and 
more. The multitude of tourists who for centuries visited Putuo Island 普陀山 near 
Hangzhou in Zhejiang province, a very popular pilgrimage destination, found a wealth 
of representations—small portable icons, printed forms of the Guanyin scripture, and 
more. Indeed, most Buddhist temples in China by this time displayed on the wall 
behind the main altar of the main hall a large-scale polychrome sculptural rendering of 
Guanyin in his mountain island home, replete with forests, animals, and birds, as well 
as the child supplicant, Sudhana. Most temples also had a Guanyin Hall in which a 
large thousand-arm incarnation of Bodhisattva looked out from the main altar.

It is important to note that these icons are androgynous: they are extremely 
feminine but are bare-chested and may sport a moustache. Lately, much has been 
made of the transition of Avalokiteśhvara from a male figure to a female one; but 
considering the Confucian mores that dominated China, the representation of a bare-
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chested woman is hard to realize and, thus, most of the institutional images, despite 
their superficial femininity, cannot be identified as female. In addition, the transition 
of Guanyin into a female is presented as an accomplishment of later Chinese religious 
practices; but there are much earlier depictions based on Sanskrit scriptures that 
show the thirty-three appearances of the god in a multitude of forms—man, guard-
ian, merchant, monster, and woman, as seen in the mural in cave 45 at Dunhuang 
from the eighth century. So, as the scriptures make clear, from the start there was a 
female identity of the Bodhisattva. Somehow, it seems inappropriate to discuss the 
Bodhisattva in terms of sex, as he is a more highly realized supernatural being, no 
longer limited by the restraints of a human body. As the focus of Buddhist worship 
which eschews all attachments especially sensual ones, the Bodhisattva has surely 
transcended sex and gender distinctions. 

No doubt, as Li explains, by the time of the Ming the feminine identity of the 
fish-carrying Guanyin and other female persona were popular and women naturally 
related to the female incarnations and, through the acts of reverence described in this 
book, achieved identification with her. In sum, this exacting analysis is an extremely 
valuable contribution to Chinese studies, resulting in a more complete understanding 
of the individual and collective lives of women in later imperial China and the ways 
in which they turned to the worship of Guanyin to help them live spiritual lives in 
concert with native religious teachings. 
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